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THE TIME IS 

NOW!
 Addressing Michigan’s Road-Funding Crisis:

100 YEARS OF TRANSPORTATION EXCELLENCE 



Overview
During the recent 2013 Road Commission for Oakland 
County (RCOC) Strategic Planning process, community 
officials repeatedly concurred that they see on a daily 
basis the evidence of Michigan’s lack of adequate 
investment in roads. Most agreed that Michigan’s 
Legislature needs to address the road-funding crisis.

RCOC’s Strategic Planning process involves the agency’s 
leaders meeting with the leaders of virtually every 
community in Oakland County. As part of the process, the 
community officials are asked to identify the current needs 
on RCOC roads within their community. One indication 
of the severity of the problem is the collective size of the 
need as identified by the community leaders.

Those leaders identified $2.4 billion worth of road 
improvements needed on county roads in Oakland County. 
The graphic below indicates how those needs break down 
by project type.

For years, Michigan’s legislators debated whether or not 
there was truly a need for additional state road funding. In 
recent years, though, following the publication of several  
thorough reports documenting the need, most legislators 
have come to the conclusion that yes, there is a need. 

However, the legislators also pushed Michigan’s road 
agencies to cut costs, improve efficiencies, reduce 
benefit and legacy expenses and otherwise make the 
best, most-efficient use of the dollars already available. 
Today the road agencies have done everything the 
legislators asked.

The Road Commission for Oakland County (RCOC), for 
example, has reduced its workforce by more than 35 
percent, increased employee health care contributions 
and reduced retirement benefits for new-hire employees. 
Over the years, the agency also has privatized a 
considerable amount of activities where it made 
business sense to do so.

All those changes, though, and the savings they produced, 
have not been enough. The condition of Michigan’s roads 
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continues to deteriorate, as documented by the 
Michigan Asset Management Council – the entity 
established by the Legislature to document the 
condition of Michigan’s roads.

Between 2001 and 2011, RCOC’s road funding 
declined by 5.3 percent. Based on these facts, most 
in Michigan’s Legislature acknowledge that more 
funding is needed to maintain the state’s roads and 
to prevent them from further deteriorating. What they 
don’t agree on is how to raise that additional funding.

RCOC urges the legislators to put aside political 
differences and do what needs to be done: Increase 
funding for Michigan’s roads. If this isn’t done now, 
even more money will need to be raised in the future, 
which will simply shift the burden of funding our roads 
to future generations. 

The RCOC Board and administration believe the time 
is now – let’s fix this problem now before it gets worse. 
We have an unprecedented opportunity to repair 
Michigan’s roads and road-funding before it becomes 
a burden for our children and grandchildren. 

We are on the 20 yard line with the goal line looming 
just ahead. Working together, Michigan’s Legislature, 
the governor and the state’s road agencies can get to 
the goal line. Let’s build a brighter future for our state. 
Let’s get this done. The time is now.

Why does Michigan have a 
road-funding problem?
The short answer? Michigan has lagged most of the 
rest of the states in road funding for decades.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Michigan has 
for years done a pretty decent job, compared to most 
other states, when it comes to funding the important 
areas of health, education and welfare. However, 
when it comes to roads, Michigan has been among the 
bottom nine states in the nation in per capita state and 
local spending on roads since at least 1964 – that’s 
almost 50 years.

In fact, road funding in Michigan was either flat or 
declining during most of the last 14 years. Today, 
RCOC’s state road funding revenues are about the 
same as the agency received in 1999. 

Between 2001 and 2011, RCOC’s road funding 
declined by 5.3 percent, while all the costs associated 
with building and maintaining roads skyrocketed, with 
many costs seeing growth in the triple digits 
(see table below). 

It is this drop in revenues combined with a rapid rise 
in costs that caused RCOC to reduce its staff by more 
than 35 percent since 2007. Today, the agency has 
less staff than at any time since the 1950s, when 

RCOC Operating Revenues
            FY 01 - FY 11:  ........................... -5.3% 

RCOC Cost Increase Examples (01-11)

Item                                                Increase
Diesel fuel .........................................  379%
Gasoline  ..........................................  393%
Asphalt   ...........................................  202%
Cold patch   ......................................  157%
Salt   .................................................  197%
Plow blades   ....................................  236%
Traffic signal cabinet  ........................  325%
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Oakland County had less than half the population it 
has today and one fifth as much traffic.

The funding stagnation coupled with rapidly increasing 
costs have caused roads across the state to continue 
to deteriorate. According to the Michigan Asset 
Management Council, the percentage of the state’s 
roads in poor condition more than doubled between 
2004 and 2011, growing from 12 percent to 35 percent. 
The percentage of roads rated as good or fair declined 
during that same period. 

  

In fact, today, based on standardized road condition 
ratings, it would take about $2 billion to bring all of 
RCOC’s roads to good condition. However, without 
greater investment in our roads, the picture is even 
more bleak. 

The charts below tell the story: With an increase in 
state funding, at the level proposed by Governor Rick 
Snyder, the percentage of RCOC’s roads in good 
condition will rise from 33 percent today to 68 percent 
in 2016. However, without any additional funding, 
the percentage of RCOC in good shape will drop to 
15 percent, while the percentage of roads in poor 
condition doubles to 35 percent. 

But that’s not the whole story.

As a result of the staff reductions experienced since 
2007, providing basic services has become more of a 
challenge for the Road Commission. RCOC simply no 
longer has enough employees to provide the level of 
service, in any area of its operations, that it did in 
years past. 

This means that services ranging from snow plowing 
to pothole patching to gravel road grading to tree 
and brush trimming to addressing drainage issues 
have been effected. At the same time, the Road 
Commission has had to defer the replacement of its 
equipment, including dump/plow trucks, road graders, 
pickup trucks, etc. Currently, RCOC has an approxi-
mately $25 million equipment deficit (the replacement 
cost of the equipment that needs to be replaced 
immediately). That number will grow to $35 million in 
2016 unless funding is increased.

What RCOC is doing about 
the situation
Because it has been forced to tighten its belt for 
literally decades, the Road Commission has gotten 
pretty adept at being efficient. This has involved a 
variety of steps including: privatization, benefit 
restructuring, increased use of technology, cross-
training staff and reorganization of departments, 
among other things.

The Road Commission has privatized more activities 
than any other county road agency in Michigan. RCOC 
regularly evaluates its activities, and if there is a strong 
business case to privatize, it does so.

Among the activities that have been privatized are: 
all road construction, pavement markings, some road 
and bridge project design, larger road maintenance 
activities and preventive vehicle maintenance on large 
trucks, to name but a few.

The RCOC Board dramatically restructured retiree 
benefits for new-hire, non-represented employees. 
This included greatly reducing the employer 
contribution to retirement benefits and the replace-
ment of retiree health care with health-care savings 
accounts. These changes are expected to save $35 
million over the next 18 years. Additionally, all current 
employees are now paying a larger percentage of their 
health care costs than ever before.

Of course, RCOC has also increasingly employed 
technology to enhance efficiency. This has included 
the continued expansion of the second-largest 
adaptive traffic-signal system in the country. 
The system automatically detects the 
amount and direction of traffic present 
at an intersection, and automatically 
adjusts signal timing in real time to 
most efficiently move the traffic 
through the intersection.



Additionally, RCOC uses an advanced fleet-manage-
ment system to most efficiently operate its winter road 
maintenance vehicles and has added Epoke high 
tech salting units to some of its snowplow trucks. The 
Epoke units are better able to mix liquid brine (naturally 
occurring salt water) with rock salt as the salt is 
spread on roads, allowing the salt to begin working 
immediately and saving money by reducing the 
amount of salt needed. Additionally, the Epoke units 
allow the trucks to salt multiple road lanes in one 
pass – a significant improvement in efficiency.

RCOC is one of the few local road agencies in the 
country that is working with the Federal Highway 
Administration and auto manufacturers on cutting-
edge “connected-vehicle” technology. This technology 
will allow vehicle computers to “talk” directly to each 
other and to the road system to improve traffic flow 
and safety.

However, even with the significant cost savings and 
efficiency enhancements, it is clear that RCOC and 
all other road agencies in Michigan still are in dire need 
of additional funding in order to be able to provide an 
adequate level of service and to restore Michigan’s 
roads to decent shape. Consequently, RCOC officials 
continue to work with legislators in Lansing and other 
partners across the state in an effort to increase 
Michigan’s road funding.

What would the Road Commission 
do with more funding?
RCOC officials know Michigan Governor Rick Snyder 
and the state Legislature are working to increase road 
funding. If the governor achieves his goal of attaining 
$1.2 billion per year in new road funding for the state, 
RCOC would be able to spend about $70 million in 
additional funds on road projects over the next 
three years.

As a result, agency engineers have been considering 
how best to use potential new revenue. They have 
identified $70 million worth of road improvement 
projects that would provide the biggest bang for those 
dollars during the first three years they would be 
available. The work would include:
• $51 million worth of simple resurfacing projects 
  (1.5 inches of new asphalt)
• $9 million worth of small-bridge repair or 
  replacement projects
• $7 million worth of concrete slab repair/replacement
• $3 million worth of crack sealing 
  (preventive maintenance involving sealing cracks 
   in asphalt pavement)

This would result in nearly 432 miles of new or 
improved road surfaces across the county and 16 
new or repaired bridges. This work would help to 
move the county road system back toward a point 
where much more of the system can be maintained in 
good condition.

connected vehicles 
and infrastructure

save lives by preventing the 
accident from occuring 

Connected vehicles communicate with each other and infrastructure 
such as traffic signals and can proactivly provide information to drivers 
to help them avoid unforeseen hazards.
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$70 million would only provide 10% of identified needs on RCOC Roads

What $70 million could build in 3 years:

Innovations
In addition to continuously seeking ways to reduce 
costs and improve efficiencies, RCOC also strives to 
improve the quality of service it provides. In fact, the 
Road Commission has frequently been recognized as 
a leader in the state and nation for its innovation.

Here are just a few of the innovations RCOC has 
enacted recently.

Safety Enhancements
• Center-line rumble strips. RCOC has made the 
addition of center-line rumble strips a standard element 
of major road reconstruction projects. These strips have 
been shown to reduce the number of crashes caused 
by motorists drifting over the center line into 
opposing traffic.

• Signal back plates. These are plates placed around 
traffic signal heads to help make the signal lights 
stand out. They help make the signals more visible 
to approaching motorists. 

• Pavement safety edge. This involves creating a slope 
on the edge of the pavement, at the shoulder, rather 
than a sharp, vertical edge. This eliminates rutting near 
the road edge and allows vehicles that swerve out of 
the driving lane to easily recover and is now used in all 
new paving where there are no curbs.

• Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS). RCOC 
remains a national leader in the deployment of “smart” 
road technology. This includes our FAST-TRAC 
“adaptive” traffic-signal system as well as our involve-
ment in the national “connected-vehicle” initiative, 
advanced fleet-management technologies and 
much more.

• Project safety reviews (also known as a road 
safety audit). It is now standard procedure at RCOC to 
conduct cross-departmental safety reviews of proposed 
projects prior to construction to ensure that safety 
issues have been addressed. This process includes the 
detailed review of crash histories as well as site reviews 
and interdisciplinary analysis.

• Roundabouts. RCOC was the first road agency in 
Michigan to construct a modern roundabout and today 
has the highest concentration of roundabouts in the 
state. Why? Because modern roundabouts have 
been shown to be one of the safest, most efficient 
intersection designs applicable in many situations. 
Federal analysis indicates that roundabouts 
virtually eliminate the likelihood of traffic fatalities at 
intersections (where most fatalities occur in urbanized 
areas) and significantly increase intersection traffic flow.
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Other Innovations
Complete streets. In 2012, RCOC produced an 
extensive “complete streets” report that will help guide 
how the agency will accommodate all users of the 
road system to the greatest degree possible with the 
resources available. 

Seasonal winter employees. As RCOC has had to 
dramatically cut its full-time workforce, it has faced the 
challenge of not enough staff to adequately provide 
critical services including winter road salting and 
plowing. To address this issue, in 2012, for the first 
time, the agency hired part-time seasonal  employees 
to augment the full-time staff. Thirty employees were 
hired for the 2012/2013 winter, and 42 are expected to 
be hired this year. This allows adequate staff to meet 
the seasonal needs without the long-term expense of 
full-time employees.

2013 RCOC Strategic 
Planning Report CD
Want to know what local officials are saying about the 
roads in their communities or about the growth potential 
they anticipate? The CD below contains the detailed 
summary of the 2013 RCOC Strategic Planning 
meetings with top officials of virtually every community 
in the county.

Both this publication and the detailed summary 
contained on the CD below are also available at www.
rcocweb.org (go to the “Publications” section under the 
“About Us” tab at the top of the home page).
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